The Fourth USA/USSR Symposium on Sudden Cardiac Death  by James, Thomas N. et al.
JACC Vol. 8, No 1
July 1986:IA-2A
THE FOURTH USA/USSR SYMPOSIUM ON SUDDEN CARDIAC DEATH
Thomas N. James, MD, FACC, Chairman, Anatoli M. Vikhert, MD, Co-Chairman
Introduction
THOMAS N, JAMES, MD, FACC
Birmingham, Alabama
lA
During the past half century there have been many informal
contacts and varying levels of dialogue between physicians
and medical scientists of the United States and their coun-
terparts in the Soviet Union. For a variety of historic reasons
these exchanges have waxed and waned, but the general
trend has been toward increased communication. As noted
in a recent review (1), there was a specific impetus intro-
duced just over 20 years ago when formal documents were
signed by the governments of our two countries for the
establishment of ongoing scientific exchanges. Since 1972
there has been a succession of 5 year agreements between
the United States and the Soviet Union dedicated to bilateral
collaboration for research into several aspects of biomedical
research. One of these areas is cardiovascular research. Co-
operation is currently underway on eight topics of mutual
interest. Problem Area 5 concerns sudden cardiac death. As
is customary for each of the defined problem areas, there
is a coordinator for the United States (currently myself) and
for the Soviet Union (A. M. Vikhert). Liaison with the
National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute in Area 5, under
whose aegis the entire program in the United States is con-
ducted, is through Dr. Barbara Packard.
Numerous planning sessions have defined areas of mutual
interest in the studies of sudden cardiac death, and these
are periodically reassessed and modified as appropriate. As
might be anticipated, such a program is not intended to be
an encyclopedic examination of the question but is more
the result of special concerns in either or both countries,
and it is understandably influenced by the expertise of the
participants. Through periodic reviews, changes in emphasis
have evolved and new directions have been established from
time to time. Scientific exchange encompasses visits for
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varying periods by Soviet scientists to laboratories in the
United States, and conversely our scientists visit laboratories
there. Some of these have been largely consultative dis-
cussions, but others have included periods of I or many
months of actively shared research. Two examples of such
joint research are included in the present symposium.
Another component of the exchange program in sudden
cardiac death has been the convening of periodic symposia
at approximately 2 or 3 year intervals. These serve at least
three useful purposes. First, they establish in a tangible way
the continuing dialogue because the proceedings usually
have been published in English (2-4) and in Russian. Sec-
ond, they are an opportunity for all participants to examine
and discuss the work of others in the exchange program.
Third, they are an excellent mechanism by which those
responsible for the overall exchange program (Dr. Claude
Lenfant for the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute
and Academician Evgeny Chazov for the National Cardiac
Center of the U.S.S.R.) can review and assess progress in
the assigned areas.
The Fourth Symposium on Sudden Cardiac Death.
This symposium was held in Birmingham at the University
of Alabama Medical Center from April 8 to 10, 1985. The
three previous symposia (there is customary rotation be-
tween countries) were held in the Soviet Union at Yalta in
1977 (2), at the University of Indiana in Indianapolis in
1979 (3) and at Kaunas in the Lithuanian Soviet Socialist
Republic in 1982 (4).
At the present time there are three general areas of em-
phasis in Problem Area 5: I) Pathologic anatomy of the
heart, including the cardiac conduction system, the micro-
circulation and neural elements of the heart. 2) Electro-
cardiography and electrophysiology of sudden death, in-
cluding fundamental mechanisms of lethal arrhythmias as
observed in humans, experimental animals and isolated
myocardial cells. 3) The biology of coronary vascular reac-
tivity, including coronary spasm. It is recognized, of course,
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amine, but they are the ones now receiving particular at-
tention.
Most American readers are familiar with various research
programs dealing with sudden cardiac death in the United
States. Some that are not represented in this symposium
have been represented in the past, and they and other pro-
grams will likely be represented in the future. Readers may
be less familiar with such activities in the Soviet Union. At
least two current examples of the Soviet work deserve spe-
cial attention. First, as indicated by the studies of Professor
Vikhert and his colleagues, alcoholic cardiomyopathy is
found in a surprising number of cases of sudden cardiac
death in Moscow. This has naturally led to their extensive
and continuing research into this association. Second, in
both Moscow and Kaunas the forensic pathologists have
established an expeditious system for defining those deaths
that require special legal attention and those that do not,
and thereby make available for relatively early postmortem
examination the cardiac tissues of the latter group. The
opportunity to examine human coronary arteries within less
than 3 hours after death has permitted Yuri Vedemikov to
study certain special questions about human coronary artery
reactivity, some results of which are reported here. Other
aspects of the early postmortem myocardium studied by the
Soviet investigators include the cardiac conduction system,
the neural apparatus of the heart and the enzymatic profile
of working myocardium, for example, that found in alco-
holic cardiomyopathy.
In an editorial in Science, William D. Carey (5) ap-
plauded the recent upsurge in scientific dialogue between
the United States and the Soviet Union by describing it as
"a welcome grace note." From several years of experience
with the process, I not only recognize the wisdom expressed
by this statesman of science but have come to know both
the personal and the professional value to be gained by
investigators from our two countries helping each other in
this way.
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